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Introduction
In the present world of globalization, mass production, and consumerism, there is a 
danger that local craft traditions will be lost (Kokko and Kaipainen 2015). Often, 
the material representations of local craft traditions have been placed into museums 
and archives, where they represent the relics of the past. However, the counterforce 
of grassroots-level activism is keeping these traditions alive in various parts of the 
world (Hackney 2013). Crafts connect people across national boundaries in new 
ways, utilizing new forms of web-based media (Gauntlett 2011).
In Estonia, crafts still play an important role in local culture, with an abundance 
of craft galleries, workshops, and markets. There is also a wide range in terms 
of quality: from high-quality art and design crafts to quickly made hobby crafts. 
Although Estonian knitting and textiles are the most well known (e.g. Kabur, Pink, 
and Meriste 2011), others such as jewellery, bone-craft, wood, metal, and ceramics 
can also be found. During the recent Soviet rule (until 1991), there was a shortage of 
goods in the shops and Estonians needed to be capable of producing many things for 
their daily use themselves. Consequently, a living tradition of handmaking in Estonia 
continues today, and hobby crafts are widely practiced (Annist 2009; Parts 2015).
In many countries, craft has been removed from comprehensive school education 
but in Scandinavian and Baltic countries, craft has the status of a standard school 
subject (Kokko 2009; Müürsepp 2014). The focus of higher education on art, craft, 
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and design is facing constant changes, as seen in the UK (Journeaux, Wade, and 
Bolton 2015). In the higher education institutions, cultural and traditional aspects 
may be included in their arts, crafts, and design curricula, (e.g. University of Leeds in 
the UK), but often the focus is on design, digitalization, and an industrial approach 
(e.g. Aalto University in Finland). In Estonia, Viljandi Culture Academy (VCA),1 
one of the four colleges of the University of Tartu, aims to sustain and develop 
the values of Estonian traditional culture. It offers graduate and undergraduate 
study programmes in such fields as theatre and dance arts, Estonian native crafts, 
music, sound engineering, leisure studies and culture management. The Department 
of Estonian Native Crafts also provides higher education in the fields of Estonian 
native textiles, construction and metalwork. The website of the Department (UT, 
VCA 2016) explains that “The mission of the department is to represent the local 
and native traditions and values that strengthen the sense of identity. This is done by 
integrating traditional craft techniques into contemporary functional milieu.” The 
institution claims to be unique in the world in concentrating on Estonian crafts.
The purpose of the case study presented in this article was to find out how 
the Department of Estonian Native Crafts is sustaining Estonian craft traditions. 
The analysis focuses on the role of higher education in sustaining culturally 
significant crafts.
methods
According to Verschuren (2003: 121), “the object of a case study is one single case, 
temporally, physically or socially limited in size, complex in nature, unique and thus 
not comparable with other cases.” This description applies very well to VCA, the 
object of this case study. As is typical of a case study, the research utilized a variety 
of qualitative data-collecting procedures (ibid.: 125). Participatory observation (e.g. 
Marvasti 2014) was used during the four visits to VCA, one week at a time: twice 
in 2012, and once in 2014 and 2015 respectively. The visits were part of a teacher 
and researcher exchange programme, and included participation in activities at 
VCA. Craft exhibitions and museums were also explored widely; observations were 
documented via notes and photos.
To get an in-depth view, the department curriculum developer, three teachers 
and four former students were individually interviewed in 2014. The interviews 
were semi-structured, meaning that a list of questions was followed, although not 
rigidly (e.g. Kvale 1996). The interview questions concerned the background of the 
informants, how they had learned their craft, and how they made a living through 
craft. The role of VCA in their professional development was discussed. Further 
questions concerned their perceptions of the future of craft.
The interviewees were chosen to represent different aspects and study fields of 
VCA, and will be introduced later in the article. The interviews with the teachers 
were conducted in English; one of the teachers helped with the English translations 
of three of the student interviews.
The analysis here relies mainly on the interviews but is supported by the notes 
taken during participatory observation. The transcribed interviews were analyzed 
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according to the basic ideas of qualitative data analysis (Flick 2014). Each interview 
was listened to several times to get an overall understanding. After that, the 
transcriptions were coded and clustered thematically according to the discussions 
related to the experiences of teaching and studying in VCA. This analysis forms the 
basis for exploring the role of VCA in sustaining culturally significant crafts.
teaching and studying in VCa
The study programme of VCA consists of theoretical and practical craft studies. In 
their theses, both the BA and MA students concentrate on a chosen field of Estonian 
craft tradition and study its background, materials and technical variations. They 
search for the roots of their chosen Estonian craft in museums and archives. In 
addition, they conduct fieldwork to learn about the living practices that are still 
available. Based on these findings, they create designs, products, and practices that 
offer a better fit for present-day purposes.
The institution collects these BA and MA theses in online archives (Rahvuslik 
Käsitöö 2016) and some of the students present their findings in the VCA’s publication, 
Studia Vernacula (2014). However, since the work is mainly in Estonian, it is not 
easily accessible to an international audience. In addition to their basic educational 
programmes, VCA also educates the wider community in craft traditions and 
entrepreneurship (Summatavet 2012).
The informants had typically tried many different career paths before starting 
their studies in VCA. In fact, when they made their first career choice, they had 
not known about the possibility of academic craft studies. All of the informants 
had an earlier interest in making crafts as a hobby. They had learned these skills 
mainly at home and from relatives or neighbours. Crafts had also been taught also 
at secondary school. Below, is a brief introduction of the interviewees using their full 
names. Later in the chapter, only their first names will be used.
teachers
Anu Raud, a famous tapestry artist, was the person who first developed the craft 
curriculum for the department (see Reinholm 2013); she was interviewed to find out 
about the background of the department. She had studied textile arts at the Estonian 
State Art Institute. Before starting to work at VCA, she had a career as a designer 
at Folk Art Company “UKU” and as a lecturer at the Estonian Academy of Arts. 
She came to live in her family’s country house near Viljandi in 1990 and became 
involved with VCA. She initiated a new curriculum, then called Farm Design and 
Handicrafts. She also started to restore the Heimtali Museum and donated her vast 
collection of folk art (see Reinholm 2013). Since then, the museum has been used as 
part of the studies in VCA. Anu utilizes Estonian nature and traditions as a source of 
inspiration in her tapestries (see Figure 17.1).
Ave Matsin teaches in the Department of Estonian Native Crafts. When Ave had 
almost completed her MA in the Estonian Academy of Arts, she was asked to come 
to work at VCA, where she soon became Head of Department. She concentrates 
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mainly on administration but also teaches weaving, historical textiles, and the 
reconstruction of old crafts as well as giving seminars on craft research. Currently, 
Ave is working on a PhD on archaeological textiles.
Kristi Jõeste is a teacher and programme manager at VCA. She gained her first 
academic degree at VCA and then obtained her MA degree in Semiotics at the 
University of Tartu (Jõeste 2012). She teaches traditional crafts, knitting, patchwork 
and Tunisian crochet, and gives craft research seminars with Ave. Kristi has written 
books on Estonian knitting (Jõeste and Ehin 2012; Pink, Reimann, and Jõeste 
2016). She is a well-known knitting master herself and has had several exhibitions 
in Estonia and internationally (see Figure 17.2). With the help of an award from the 
Estonian cultural endowment, she started her own company and sells knitted gloves, 
mainly to order. She also employs knitters who make the gloves she designs.
FIGURE 17.1 Example of Anu Raud’s tapestry. Courtesy Kokko. © Anu Raud.
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Priit-Kalev Parts is a programme manager of the Estonian native construction 
curriculum and a lecturer in Estonian native construction. His background is in Estonian 
philology and languages, and more recently in landscape architecture. He wants his 
students to “dream realistically.” He felt students were motivated to study crafts but not 
to stay in the field, and has recently added more commercial aspects to the curriculum. 
He has just finished a PhD on community development and management (Parts 2015).
Students
Veinika Västrik first studied history at the undergraduate level at the University of 
Tallinn, and learned weaving in a guild and through a number of courses. Because 
of the flexible study arrangements, studying in VCA gave Veinika the possibility to 
combine MA studies with her work as a weaving teacher and her family life in Tartu. 
She concentrated on rep mats in her MA thesis (Västrik 2014). This is a special type 
of warp-faced weave where the warp threads are put so close together that no weft 
is visible. As Västrik (2014) notes, the making of rep weave floor coverings had been 
widely practiced in northern Estonia between 1950 and 1970, but was later almost 
forgotten. Although she already worked as a teacher of weaving, she did not have any 
official qualification in crafts; studying at VCA gave her the possibility to achieve one.
Andres Rattasepp had previously obtained a BA in art and craft pedagogy at the 
University of Tallinn, and had worked as a woodwork teacher. He entered the MA 
programme at VCA to learn more about the birch bark crafts that he had practiced. 
Birch bark crafts have long been an important part of traditional Estonian crafts but 
nowadays there is a danger of the skills being lost. During his studies, he found a 
master in Novgorod who taught him more about birch bark crafts, which helped in 
writing his thesis on the topic (Rattasepp 2014). Andres described the atmosphere of 
VCA as supportive and said that it was important for him to study there.
Kristina Libe first planned to study history, but changed her mind after hearing 
about the possibility to apply to VCA. She explained that she did not know exactly 
what she was going to study when she started her BA studies in textiles, but during the 
course she became interested in traditional crafts and ultimately based her diploma 
on traditional coats. Afterwards, she went to a vocational school to improve her 
skills in dressmaking.
Monika Hint was a self-employed farmer and artist before starting her BA and 
later MA studies at VCA. While she had always enjoyed practicing different forms 
of crafts, it was only at VCA that she had the opportunity to concentrate on bone 
crafts, which became her specialization. She explored archaeological findings in 
Estonia to reconstruct her own bone craft techniques, utilizing bones of agricultural 
animal by-products as her raw material (Hint 2013). For her, the positive learning 
community at VCA was important.
Living and making a living with crafts
After graduating from VCA, the former students had multiple sources of income. 
They all emphasized that they had gained a great deal from studying at VCA; they 
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gained practical craftmaking skills, entrepreneurial skills, professional networks, 
self-confidence and research skills. These students were characterized by their 
enthusiasm about their work. They had visions about the future and were not afraid 
of risk-taking. The question of making a living with crafts is a central topic for all 
practitioners, but within the market of a small country such as Estonia it is especially 
demanding.
When talking about the effect of studying at VCA, Veinika thought that her work 
as a weaving teacher had not changed considerably. However, she was now also 
teaching a special field of weaving, rep mat. Together with her brother’s wife, Veinika 
has her own company selling equipment, raw material, and books about weaving. 
As part of running her company, she gives courses on weaving and helps weavers to 
put the warp into their looms. She also weaves rep mats herself, taking inspiration 
from old patterns and developing them into more up-to-date designs. She sells her 
products in fairs and to order.
Veinika appreciated the research skills she had learned during her studies in VCA. 
She was planning to make handbooks for weavers, having noticed they were needed 
in Estonia (Freienthal and Västrik 2012). She also felt that more people were starting 
to weave and do handicrafts, and she thought it was because cheap Chinese products 
did not satisfy everyone. Instead, many people wanted to make something with their 
own hands and needed guidance in doing so.
At the time of the interview, Andres was working as a craft teacher in a primary 
school. Together with his wife, he had continued to study crafts, this time through 
woodwork courses, and had also been teaching on various craft courses in Olustvere. 
When possible, he taught his special field of crafts, birch bark work, and made birch 
bark artifacts for sale, but only to order. Andres had many plans for the future, and 
was aiming to continue doing research on birch bark crafts. At the completion of 
this article (2016), he had secured a position as head of a museum in Estonia.
Monica had run her own business as a bone artist for one year prior to the 
interview. However, during this time she had gained experience and self-confidence. 
She said that she could make a living together with the income of the farm she 
was running with her husband. During her studies at VCA, she had learned the 
commercial aspects of business work. She was selling her products mainly in 
Estonia by taking orders at markets and in the studios of other craftspeople (see 
Figure 17.3). She had realized that people either like or dislike her products and 
the idea of making something out of bones. She had also invested in a watermill to 
help in her work. Monica was planning to open an online shop and attend fairs. She 
aimed to put greater effort into advertising her work and was considering hiring 
someone to help with the marketing.
After finishing her studies in VCA, Kristina travelled for about a year. After 
returning to Viljandi, she opened her own tailoring studio within a business incubator. 
She also taught some courses on sewing at VCA. After the incubator period finished, 
she worked with two VCA graduates until they left on maternity leave. She made 
dresses to order and enjoyed the process of designing with the customers. Kristina 
intended to continue with her tailoring studio in Viljandi and was hoping to find 
partners to help run it. She did not want to make the business too big since she 
appreciated the calm lifestyle and having direct contact with her customers. She 
thought that the roots of crafts in Estonia were so deep that they would not die.
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The interviewees shared the idea that crafts still play an important role in Estonian 
society, where there are many skilful craftspeople and hobbyists. Kristina pointed 
out that craftmaking skills may also be an obstacle for selling craft products; often 
people are not ready to buy something if they think that they would be capable of 
making it themselves. Yet Kristina could see a difference between the professional and 
a hobby craftsperson in terms of design and taste. Even though hobby craftmakers 
may reach a good level of technical quality, compared to educated professionals there 
is a difference in the quality of design. She remarked on the competition at markets 
between professional and hobby craftspeople; the latter often sell their products at a 
much cheaper price. Kristina stressed the importance of recognizing the variety and 
value of one’s own traditional crafts.
Future of crafts in Estonia and VCa
During the discussions about the future of crafts, Ave thought that because making 
by hand is not a necessity anymore, people will lose their skills over time. She was 
worried about crafts being mainly connected to hobbies, rather than professional 
or artistic dimensions. In her mind, the mission and role of VCA is to highlight the 
richness of Estonian craft traditions and also help people to realize that craftmaking 
can be a profession. Ave thought that it was important to introduce the students to 
the vast variety of professional opportunities relating to crafts. She highlighted the 
FIGURE 17.3 Examples of Monika Hint’s bone crafts. Courtesy Kokko. © Monika Hint.
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importance of people who are role models, such as the Estonian, Reet Aus (2011), 
who uses waste textiles to create new work. Also, she noted the need to further 
develop existing craft research.
Kristi was very concerned about the fact that there are few living craft masters 
from whom people could learn craft traditions. She mentioned Kihnu Island as the 
best place for knitting traditions to thrive (Jõeste 2012; Summatavet 2010). She has 
explored the varieties of knitting traditions all around Estonia and utilized them in her 
contemporary knitting (Jõeste and Ehin 2012). Kristi thought that Estonian knitting 
has international importance due to its uniqueness and variety of techniques. She 
argued that it is important to be aware of these specialities, and to preserve them. She 
considered herself and others to be the “missionaries of knitting.” Kristi is fulfilling this 
role with great success: her knitting courses are always full. Women of different ages 
attend her courses: older ones to get some help in making the complicated traditional 
patterns, the younger ones to learn techniques they have not learned anywhere else. 
She felt that crafts are important for the Estonian national identity, but fears there is a 
danger of craft skills disappearing over time. However, she believed that there are also 
counterforces to the globalizing tendencies and there will always be people who value 
handmade crafts. She had noticed that more small-scale craft entrepreneurs were starting 
up in Estonia, which she thought to be a sign of people choosing a certain lifestyle.
Kristi was happy that VCA has decided to establish research in craft, as this 
has helped them to develop their teaching and research work. For her, the mission 
of VCA was important in preserving and developing traditional Estonian crafts as 
part of the Estonian national identity. She raised the topic of education in cultural 
heritage and crafts (see Kokko and Dillon 2016) and would like to add aspects of 
Estonian traditional craft culture into the craft education of secondary schools.
When thinking about the possibilities to earn a living by making crafts, Priit-Kalev 
concluded that some possibilities exist, “if the craft person’s demands are not high 
and he can build up a personal relationship with clients. This is what the clients miss: 
the clients want the story.” According to him, Estonians appreciate their heritage and 
have a romantic view of the past. Priit-Kalev was interested in developing the aspect 
of spirituality in craft culture and researching the inner motivation of making crafts. 
He was talking about the interaction of cultures which would, on one hand, lead to 
global identities, and on the other, strengthen local identities as an opposing force.
Anu had noticed the abundance of quickly handmade crafts of poor quality being 
sold at local markets to tourists at a lower price than the high-quality crafts. For 
Anu, being over seventy years old, her main worry was to take care that her work 
would be continued. She did not approve of the globalizing effects and mixing of 
cultures. She was happy about the current state of things in VCA, but spoke about 
the importance of keeping a balance between theoretical and practical studies.
Discussion and conclusions
There is a growing interest in crafts and handmaking skills, which has arisen 
recently in academic research (Greenhalgh 2002; Charny 2011; Sennett 2008). 
The importance of education at all levels in recognizing the value of craft as both 
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skilled and intellectual activity, and its relevance for cultural understanding, is also 
discussed more widely (Kokko and Dillon 2016; Niedderer and Townsend 2013). 
Drawing on the analysis of this study, VCA has an important role in sustaining 
culturally significant craft designs, products and practices in Estonia, in carrying out 
research and in showing their importance to a wider society. For an institution of 
higher education, VCA is unique in the world with its mission of making Estonian 
crafts and their designs visible, and in developing them to adapt to present-day 
purposes. Evidently, opportunities should be given to similar institutions in other 
countries to sustain their cultural traditions. The work of the School of Design at the 
University of Leeds is a good example of similar approaches but with a wider global 
perspective and more extensive use of ICT (Shin, Cassidy, and Moore 2015). Since 
the Estonian language is only spoken within the population of 1.3 million Estonians, 
there is a need for efforts to reach a wider audience. In fact, VCA is making plans to 
open up an international study programme on crafts and related fields. Furthermore, 
they have plans to place greater emphasis on international cooperation and research.
The history of Estonia has had an impact on the continuance of local craft 
traditions. Compared to many other countries, Estonia is still culturally homogenous; 
this makes it easy to explore native craft traditions. For a small country that has 
gained independence relatively recently, to survive as a nation it is important to 
preserve various forms of tradition, including crafts. Annist (2009) notes that the 
Estonian cultural sphere was already highly formalized in the nineteenth century 
and that Soviet cultural hegemony was never properly established; instead it enabled 
the perseverance of nationalist cultural counter-hegemony. “Especially in the later 
years of the Soviet rule, there were hobby-groups that appeared apolitical but 
would spread nationalist mentality” (Annist 2009: 119). Accordingly, the Estonians 
actually never lost their cultural heritage and identity under the occupation and 
thus, after their second independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, they had good 
foundations on which to construct their nation and revive their traditions.
Crafts and their studies play an important role in the interaction of global and 
local cultures and identity construction. In the present global society of ever-growing 
consumption, it is necessary to pay serious attention to sustainable design (Walker 
and Giard 2013). The economic sustainability of practising crafts is a topic that 
concerns craft professionals all around the world. Education on entrepreneurship 
skills is important for all higher education on art, craft and design (Hjelde 2015); 
this topic has demanded growing attention in the study programmes of VCA. 
Apparently, a successful craft entrepreneurship requires enthusiasm and risk-taking 
from the practitioners: the qualities possessed by the informants of this study. They 
have found a way of surviving by using multiple means of earning a living. For them, 
craft making was a choice of lifestyle that allowed them to work on the things that 
gave them pleasure and inner satisfaction; this outweighed the low income that was 
provided (see also Parts et al. 2011). The follow-up of the students’ careers after they 
had left VCA is encouraging in showing that most of them have found or created a 
working place in their craft or a related field.
For the informants of this study, crafts held very important personal meanings. 
They talked about the inner need for making crafts, which gave them pleasure 
and satisfaction. Crafts provided them a means for expressing creativity and the 
possibility to relax. The aspect of crafts as an important part of the wellbeing of 
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people is becoming more topical, not only in Western countries. Looking at the 
Indian context, Kasturi (2005: 75–77) notes that thinking of design only as a 
contributor to the economics of crafts offers design a rather limited role. Instead, its 
relevance to overall wellbeing and its role as an integrator between customers and 
craftspeople needs attention; this issue was raised by the informants of this study. 
When thinking about the sustainable future of crafts, these aspects require attention 
in the study programmes of crafts and design in higher education.
note
1 The Academy has offered specialized culture education since 1952. The former Viljandi 
Culture School was recognized as a college providing applied higher education in 1991, 
and it joined the University of Tartu in 2005. MA level studies were introduced in 2011 
(UT, VCA 2016).
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